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inflation—since the late 1980s it has been about $1.50 an hour less, in
constant dollars, than it was in the late 1970s (see chart 3). Once able to
cover many of the basic needs of workers, the minimum wage is no
longer sufficient. Someone earning the minimum wage of $5.15 per hour
(current dollars), for 52 weeks at 40 hours per week, has an annual
income of $10,712. This is only three-quarters of the $14,300 needed for a
family of three to reach the officially defined poverty threshold. 

Chart 3: Minimum Wage in 1999 Dollars and Poverty Level for
Family of 3 (assuming earning minimum wage for 52 weeks at 40 hours per week)

Source: Economic Policy Institute, http://www.epinet.org/content.cfm/issueguides
_minwage_fig_annualhtml.

Part of the explanation for the meager support for those consigned by
the capitalist system to the reserve army of labor is an ideologically-driv-
en notion that has taken deep root among the U.S. population. The prob-
lems of the poor, according to this view, are mainly due to their own
failings—they are lazy or just haven’t had the foresight to get a good edu-
cation, or had children when they were too young. This perverse logic,
that an essential component of the economic system—produced and
continually reproduced by capitalism—is somehow the fault of the least
powerful, is also internalized by the poor themselves. Even if the myth
were true, it would still be immoral to deny adequate shelter, food, and
healthcare to the children of such “deficient” parents, or to the “failed”
individuals themselves, for that matter. Racism also plays its part, with
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